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Welcome to the Washington Post Style section comics discussion, hosted 
by Comics page editor Suzanne Tobin. 


For more than 50 years, "Mark Trail" has been teaching people to 
preserve our natural resources -- woods, water and wildlife -- for 

future generations. Created by Ed Dodd in 1946 and drawn by Jack Elrod 
since 1978, Mark Trail appears in 175 newspapers, reaching nearly 23 
million readers worldwide 


Elrod was online Friday, Sept. 28 at 1 p.m. EDT to answer questions 
and take comments about his daily cartoon. 


The transcript follows. 


Editor's Note: Washingtonpost.com moderators retain editorial control 
over Live Online discussions and choose the most relevant questions 
for guests and hosts; guests and hosts can decline to answer 
questions. 


Suzanne Tobin: Greetings, comics fans, and welcome to our Live Online 
discussion with Jack Elrod, who creates "Mark Trail." Jack is coming 

to us from his studio in Atlanta. Welcome, Jack, and thanks for 

joining us today. 


Jack Elrod: I'm very grateful that Washington Post readers are 


interested in "Mark Trail" and | look forward to taking their 
questions. 


Burke, Va.: How many times has Mark been knocked out? 


Jack Elrod: Over the 25 years I've been drawing him, | couldn't count 
the number of times that Mark's been knocked out, knocked down or 
mauled by animals. But he's certainly very lucky to still be in one 
piece! In the story I'm doing right now, for 10 weeks from today, he's 
been knocked out twice! 


Durham, N.C.: Hi Mr. Elrod, 


| love reading Mark Trail but we have noticed that the bad guys all 
tend to look alike. Is there a character formula for bad guys? 


Thanks! Keep up the good work. Derek 


Jack Elrod: No, there's no formula for the bad guys. | usually give 

the bad guys long hair or a mustache, but lately some of the bad guys 
have actually been rather nice looking. 

One of the storylines that I'm working on now, I've drawn the bad guys 
to resemble two friends of mine in Washington. They wanted to be 
featured in the strip, and they didn't care if they were villains or 
heroes. So | made them villains. 

Over the years, I've used many of my real sources as characters who 
help Mark get information. In my just concluded storyline on the 
ginseng poaching, | used a real ranger, Chuck Harris, who works for 
the National Park Service in Maryland. 


Dallas, Tex.: Do you know about a radio station Dallas that reads your 
comic strip every day on the air? 


Jack Elrod: No, not the one in Dallas. But | know of one in Minnesota 
that talks each week about the strip. That's where the term 
"Trailheads" originated, | believe. | think they even have their own 
Web site. 


Burke, Va.: When are you bringing Kelly back? Enough fatherless boys, 
drug smuggling thugs, and dog storylines. How about a little sexual 
tension between Mark, Cherry and Kelly? 


Jack Elrod: When | used Kelly, she was a good character, besides being 
attractive and always getting Mark in trouble. | had several letters 
from women wanted me to drop her, because she was too mean. They 
didn't want her causing any trouble between Mark and Cherry. But 
that's WHY she was a good character, because she did generate more 
interest from readers, who wanted to know what she was going to do 
next. | do plan to bring her back in the near future. 


Grand Junction, Colo.: Why does practically everything that everybody 
says end with an exclamation point! Doesn't anybody talk without 
shouting! 


Jack Elrod: That really comes from the old comic strips, where they 
used an exclamation point after almost every sentence! It made it seem 
more dramatic, and | just kept it up! 


Rockville, Md.: Are there any collections of daily Mark Trails 
available in stores? 


Jack Elrod: No, not at this time. In the past, some groups, like the 
Smoky Mountain National Park, put together a collection of Sunday 
pages that pertained to species that lived in that area in order to 

sell at their gift shop. 

| do get many letters from teachers who have their students read the 
Sunday strips, and then have them discuss it in the classroom the 
following week. They would like to see a collection, but | have no 
plans to do one at this time. 

| do give out a lot of my original Sunday art to nonprofit charity 
groups for their auctions. 


Bethesda, Md.: A life-long Trailhead, in recent years | have noted 

with interest the cameo appearances by real-life characters in the 
ongoing crusade to preserve our planet, i.e. NOAA administrators, etc. 
On behalf of a goodly number of my educator colleagues, | want to know 
if we can nominate one of our teachers (a Sunday Mark Trail fan) for 
the honor. He's been an environmentalist since way before it became 
popular to be one, he's a champion for recycling, and an untiring 
advocate for conservation who practices what he teaches so well. This 
is a totally serious question! Those of us on campus who are regular 
Mark Trail fans agree that there could be no greater honor than for 
our teacher to be featured working alongside our Lost Forest pal. And, 
believe it or not, he even LOOKS like a benevolent character from the 
strip--no long sideburns, either, so he wouldn't be mistaken for a bad 
guy. What th'?! What do you think of the idea? 


Jack Elrod: | would like to get more information on your nominee. If 
he's someone | could work into the feature, | would be glad to do it. 

| get a lot of requests from people who want to be included in the 
strip, and if the person can be made part of a good storyline, I'm 
always willing to include them. 

If he has some connection with animals or the environment, like your 
friend seems to have, | could just use him in one of my Sunday strips. 


If you'd e-mail Suzanne at tobins@washpost.com, she'll give you my 
snail mail address. I'd rather get a letter than e-mail with the 


details. 


McLean, Va.: Hello! | need some background information. Who are Cherry 
and Rusty and what is their relation to Mark? Where is Sassy? How is 

the blind girl? How is Mark able to defeat the bad guys, who have 

guns, with only string and paper clips? 


Thanks. 


Jack Elrod: Rusty was introduced into the strip about 15 years ago. 

His parents were killed in an automobile accident, and his only 
relative was an alcoholic uncle, who adopted Rusty, but he also beat 
Rusty quite a bit. Rusty had a dog named Sassy, and the uncle was 
always mistreating the dog, too. When the uncle abandoned the dog in 
the woods, Rusty couldn't take that, and so he ran away after Sassy. 
When Rusty ran away, he got caught in a bad storm and flood, and he 
got trapped in a cave. Mark and Cherry, who lived nearby in Lost 
Forest, ended up saving him. And eventually they just adopted him. 
As for Sassy, | do use her in the strip occasionally, but | generally 

use Andy, since he's really the main character among the animals. I've 
used Sassy in several stories to get Andy in trouble. 


Washington, D.C.: | think Mark Trail is excellent. From what sources 
do you get the information? 


Jack Elrod: Most of my stories come from newspaper stories about the 
environment and endangered species. | clip them out and have a whole 
stack sitting here that | haven't had a chance to read through yet. 
Besides newspapers, | get magazines like National Wildlife. And | get 
quite a few of my ideas from government agencies like the National 
Marine Fisheries or the National Weather Service, all of which are 
under the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 
For example, the information on the endangered turtles that | used 
once in a Sunday strip came from Marine Fisheries. Fishermen are 


supposed to use the turtle excluder devices when they go fishing, but 
some of them were only doing it when they were being monitored by 
rangers, so | used that as a story. 

As a matter of fact, Mark Trail is the spokesperson for NOAA's Weather 
Radio and 

the National Weather Service has created a Mark Trail Award, which 
they give out to about 20 people a who have been involved in the 
Weather Radio. 


Hyattsville, Md.: Do you have any upcoming stories which 
feature Cherry? She seems to be always 

left sitting at home while Mark is off for 

weeks at a time. 


Jack Elrod: | try to get Cherry into a couple of stories every year, 

just to keep her involved. Cherry's pretty adventurous herself, so she 
often gets into some interesting scrapes. After Mark and Cherry got 
married, | got several letters from people complaining that Cherry 

always seemed to be fixing Mark's dinner or waiting on him. Some women 
wondered why Mark was never washing the dishes or helping out. So now 
| show him doing just that and working around the house as much as 
possible. 


Alexandria, Va.: 

The King Features web page describing the Mark Trail strip shows a 
main character named Johnny Ma lotte. I've been a faithful reader for 
years but don't recall Johnny. What's his story? 


Jack Elrod: He was a regular character in the strip in its early 

years. He ran a fishing camp in Canada, and Mark and Cherry sometimes 
visit him there. | do occasionally use him in the strip, so that they 

keep up their acquaintance, but he's not as regular as he used to be. 


Rockville, Md.: Jack- Do you take martial arts? Is that where Mark 
gets all those great moves from? 


Jack Elrod: No, | don't know anything about martial arts, but Mark is 
pretty good at it. So | let him use his skills to get out of a lot of 
trouble and to stay alive. 


Washington, D.C.: | had never seen Mark Trail before moving to 
Washington 5 years ago for school--but once | saw it in the Post | was 
hooked! A friend and | followed it faithfully that whole year, and we 
would both breathlessly await each day's comic, especially during the 
tense period when that little boy was stuck in the cave and the water 
was rising, and it was uncertain whether he would make it out. | guess 
my one question would be, how come it's always little boys who are 
involved in the stories and never little girls (at least that I've 

seen)? In this day and age, you would think that girls would be 
capable of helping out/getting in trouble in adventurous and woodsy 
situations as easily as boys. Thanks for the great work! 


Jack Elrod: Well, | guess it's because Rusty is a regular character, | 
use him more often. | have used a little girl several years ago, but | 
don't have a regular girl character in the strip. If a good situation 
arises that involved a little girl, | would certainly be willing to 
feature her. We all know that girls are certainly as capable of 
causing trouble and getting out of it as well as boys are. 


Washington, D.C.: Hello, Mr. Elrod: 


You are well-known for being a strong defender of the environment 
through your comic strip. What do you see as the biggest environmental 


problem facing the world today, and what can be done to solve it? 


Jack Elrod: | think the biggest problem that | know about--and that | 
get a lot of material on--is the steady movement of people into 
undeveloped areas, which is causing pressure on our wild plants and 
animals. The continued loss of rainforest land in South America is a 
good example | don't know if there is a solution to this problem, but 
| hope there is a way to slow down the process. 


Alexandria, Va.: Mr. Elrod, 


From reading your responses this afternoon, I'm delighted so see that 
you seem to get a kick out of the same things fans like me do: 
exclamation point! Bad guys w/mustaches. Mark's penchant for 
unconsciousness and those other animals that get Andy in trouble (my 
new favorite: bad-news magnet Tabby!) 


Thanks for taking the time to speak with us! 


Jack Elrod: Thanks for your encouragement. The tabby is indeed a 
troublemaker, as Andy can certainly attest to. 


Washington, D.C.: To what do you attribute this comic strip's 
longevity? It's older than | am! 


Jack Elrod: | think | attribute its longevity to the animals and 

outdoors lovers. About 25 years ago, a lot of the newspapers dropped 
their adventure strips because of television and the high cost of 
newsprint, but now, with so many people interested in environmental 
problems in the world, Mark Trail is even more relevant than it was 
back then. 


Disembodied: Jack, 
have you ever visited the Mark Trail WHAT TH"??!! page? 
Thanks to you and Mark for enriching the language. 


WHAT TH'??!?! (TM) 


Jack Elrod: | have, and | enjoy it. 


Alexandria, Va.: Amongst my collection of Mark Trail-related items 
I've collected is an old Mad Magazine book containing a Mark Trail 
parody. | imagine you're aware of it(?) How does it feel to be 
parodied by Mad, especially back in the era that some might consider 
its most important? 


Jack Elrod: I'm honored that they would do a feature. The guy who did 
it, Jack Davis, is a friend of mine, and lives here in Georgia. He is 
the top cartoonist in the country. 


Kensington, Md.: | am always alarmed at the size of the animals in 
Lost Forest. Perspective aside, shouldn't Mark and Rusty and Cherry 
and Doc be more careful with those giant squirrels and birds lurking 
about? 


Jack Elrod: I'll keep trying to improve my composition. 


Bethesda, Md.: One of my favorite Mark Trail comics is the spoof drawn 
by Gary Larson in The Far Side. What was your reaction to that panel? 


Jack Elrod: I've got a copy of it framed on my wall. Anytime a great 
cartoonist takes notice of Mark Trail, I'm simply honored. 


Washington, D.C.: A comment not a question: You know how Roy 
Lichtenstein did artwork that was just one frame of a comic strip? | 
find that Mark Trail has some of the best individual panels of any 
strip, frames that are evocative in drawing and dialogue irrespective 
of their context. 


Jack Elrod: | appreciate the kind words and you're following the 
strip. 


Washington, D.C.: Hi Mr. Elrod, | had the pleasure of meeting you a 
couple of years ago at an event at the NOAA. | appreciated your kind 
words then. 


| know that your comic strip influences date back to some of the great 
serial comics of the 40s and 50s, but | wonder which current comic 
artists you admire. Thanks! 


Jack Elrod: One of my favorites is Mort Walker, who does Beetle 
Bailey. | enjoy a lot of the older comics, since | am of that 
generation. And | enjoy "gag" comics since | did one, "The Ryatts," 
for 30 years. 


Washington, D.C.: You inherited the strip from Ed Dodd in 1978. Do you 
plan to hand off the strip to someone else one day, and if so, who? 


Jack Elrod: Sometime in the future, | do plan to get someone to take 
over the Mark Trail feature, if the syndicate agrees. I'd like to see 

it continue after | retire, since | think it has helped to preserve 

our woods, waters and wildlife for future generations. 

That was the theme of Mark Trail when it began and | hope it will 
continue for years to come. 


Suzanne Tobin: So do we, Jack, and thanks again for taking the time to 
respond to your many fans on washingtonpost.com. We'll look forward to 
seeing Mark, Cherry and the gang for years to come. And, comics fans, 

if we didn't get a chance to answer your questions, feel free to send 

them to him in c/o of King Features Syndicate. Their address is on 

their Web site, kingfeatures.com. Thanks everyone, and we'll see you 
again in two weeks when John Cullen Murphy, of "Prince Valiant," will 

be our guest. 


